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FOREWORD

I am delighted to present this foreword to a book on traditional medicine
in Yemen. The individual contributions are based on lectures given at an
interdisciplinary workshop hosted by Martin Luther University Halle-
Wittenberg in September 2009 that I had the pleasure to attend in my
capacity as Cultural Counsellor of The Embassy of the Republic of Yemen
in Germany. As a graduate of this university in chemistry, the topic is of
great academic interest to me and besides, being a Yemeni, I am proud to
have this international attention focused on the cultural heritage of my
country.

The value of traditional medicine is well-recognized by international
organizations such as the World Health Organization. Yemen has an
ample repertory of medical knowledge and practice utilized in the pre-
vention, diagnosis, and treatment of illness that has been shaped by local
experience and beliefs from ancient times. Most of the medicinal sub-
stances are plant-based, a reflection of the country’s rich vegetation.

Traditional medical knowledge along with its practitioners survive in
Yemen in our time and have an important function, especially when mo-
dern Western medicine is not affordable or where it may not be available
at all. It also plays a significant role in alternative healing methods that a
patient may resort to, either because these usually involve a more holi-
stic approach to healing and encompass the entire body including the
mind, not just the afflicted part, or where modern Western medicine
fails.

However, while it is true that since the 1960s Yemen has made enor-
mous progress in terms of becoming a player in the modern world, it is a
sad reality that some of the very effective medicinal measures that were
used by people in the past are increasingly being abandoned because it is
felt that by modern standards they are no longer appropriate. Modern
Western medicinal substances and practices are supplanting traditional
medical lore, a process that began in the urban centres but is now having
an impact on rural areas as well. At the same time, some plant resources
have become critically endangered in Yemen, with consequences for
their availability—or rather the lack thereof—as medicines.

The authors of this book on traditional herbal medicine in Yemen
have documented and evaluated knowledge and practices that are in-
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creasingly under threat. By doing this, they contribute to helping preser-
ve a significant aspect of Yemen’s cultural heritage, while opening
avenues for future research on a topic that has so far received little atten-
tion.

Prof. Dr. Sheikh A. Bawazir
Cultural Counsellor
Embassy of The Republic of Yemen, Berlin
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Short vowels are rendered as a, i, u, the nisba as -i/-iyya. Diphthongs are
rendered by aw and ay. Vocalization of the Arabic plant names can be at
variance due to local dialect.

The Arabic article (al-) takes no alphabetic precedence in the biblio-
graphy and index listings, e.g. al-Malik al-Muzaffar is listed under the let-
ter ‘m.’ Some exceptions to this rule may occur in the usage of modern
personal names, where the article is also capitalized.

Other languages

Transliteration of Modern South Arabian languages follows the system of
the Seminar for Arabian Studies, London:
<http://www.arabianseminar.org.uk/ArabianSeminarLatestGuidelines
2010.pdf>

Transliteration of Hebrew follows Brill guidelines:
<http://www.brill.nl/default.aspx?partid=162>
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INTRODUCTION

Hanne Schonig and Ingrid Hehmeyer

Traditional medicine in Yemen—and similarly in all other Islamic countries
—is based on three main sources: classical Arabic medicine that has its
foundations in Greek medical theory, the Prophet’s medicine (al-tibb al-
nabawi), and local pre-Islamic traditions. Its practitioners—namely drug-
gists and healers—have studied the classical Arabic sources and the works
of al-tibb al-nabawr. They have further acquired knowledge through oral
transmission. Religious and magical rituals are employed side by side with
materia medica, i.e. the substances of natural—plant, animal, or mineral—
origin that are used for their medicinal properties. The different approach-
es to healing should not necessarily be understood as being taken
independently, but rather in combination. Apart from a few drugs of animal
and mineral origin, it is first and foremost Yemen’s rich and diverse vegeta-
tion that has been the source of traditional remedies and that has resulted
in an enormous variety of plant-based medicines.! Only a little plant mate-
rial was imported from Iran and India. Jacques Fleurentin has determined
that 54% of Yemeni medicinal plants are mentioned in the work on mate-
ria medica by the famous Andalusian pharmacologist and botanist Ibn
al-Baytar (d. 1248).2 But Fleurentin also stresses that 36% were not de-
scribed by any of the classical authorities—a fact that emphasizes the
originality of Yemeni herbal medicine. The specific remedies that became
part and parcel of traditional Yemeni medicine result from the experience
of local practitioners who had observed the remedies’ effectiveness.?
Besides the health professionals, other people with well-founded knowl-
edge of plants—for instance farmers—acquired experience with the med-
ical properties of herbs.* Apart from oral tradition, Yemeni indigenous
knowledge of phytotherapy is reflected in works on materia medica by

1 This is different in other Islamic countries, e.g. Morocco, where animal drugs are
widely used.

2 Ibn al-Baytar/Leclerc (trans.), Traité; Fleurentin, Guérisseurs, 109.

3 Ibid., 110.

4 See the chapter by Amin al-Hakimi, Anhar Ya'ni, and Frédéric Pelat in this volume.
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local authors, most importantly al-Malik al-Muzaffar (d. 1295) and Sha‘ban
Ibn Salim al-San‘ani (d. 1736).6

In today’s Yemen, synthetic medicines developed in the Western world
have become widely available in the urban centres and are being used there
on a large scale. Migration into cities and demographic change have con-
tributed to this trend.” Also, more and more Yemenis who can afford it seek
treatment abroad, in other Arab countries or in Europe. However, as in
developing countries in general, traditional medicine still plays a significant
role in health care in Yemen,® especially in rural areas and among the
lower social strata. This has to do with its greater affordability and avail-
ability. In addition, as in the industrialized countries, traditional practices
are very much accepted—and enjoy great popularity—as complementary
or alternative medicine.

At the same time, plant resources are threatened in Yemen. The World
Health Organization (WHO) adopted a strategy in 2002 to “ensure avail-
ability and affordability of TM/CAM [traditional medicine/complemen-
tary or alternative medicine], including essential herbal medicines.”®
Academic interest in the topic is also increasing. It was not until the 1980s
that Western scholars began to publish on Yemeni traditional medicine.
A pioneering work combining social anthropology with Arabic and Is-
lamic studies was published by Armin Schopen in 1983 (Traditionelle Heil-
mittel in Jemen). Further, the research by Fleurentin!® and by Anthony
Miller and Miranda Morris in Soqotra!! has to be acknowledged.!?

In contrast to modern Western medicine, traditional medical practice—
besides being to a large extent transmitted orally—includes interaction
with the socio-cultural context (‘Lebenswelten’) of both the healer and the

5 al-Malik al-Muzaffar/al-Saqqa, al-Mu ‘tamad.

6 al-San‘ani/Schopen and Kahl (eds. and trans., with a commentary), Nata’ig.

7 For a sociological analysis of these recent changes, see Mu‘ammar, al-Tibb al-shabt.

8 This is reflected in the numerous recent scientific publications by Yemeni authors
on local medicinal plants, e.g. Alkhulaidi and Kessler, Plants of Dhamar; Badhib, al-Nabatat
al-tibbiyya; al-Duba‘Tand al-Khulaydi, al-Nabatat al-tibbiyya; Jabali, al-Nabatat al-shajariyya;
Wizarat al-Siyaha wa-1-br’a, Nabatat barriyya, and the series of booklets “Saydaliyyat al-
manzil al-‘ushbiyya”, each volume focusing on one or two plants, published in San‘a’ by the
Markaz ‘Ubadi lil-dirasat wa-l-nashr, around 2000, but also articles in newspapers and
journals for a wider target audience.

9 'WHO, Essential Drugs, [1].

10" Fleurentin, Guérisseurs; Fleurentin and Pelt, ‘Repertory’.

1 Miller and Morris, Ethnoflora.

12 The title of a Japanese study by Honda et al. (Herb Drugs and Herbalists in Syria and
North Yemen) is misleading, though, because it deals mostly with Syria and refers to North
Yemeni drugstores on less than five pages.
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patient.!® In particular, magico-religious rituals!* add an additional value
to “the holistic approach of indigenous knowledge systems in contrast to
the reductionist approach of science.”®

In order to do justice to the topic of this volume, Herbal Medicine in
Yemen: Traditional knowledge and practice, and their value for today’s world,
a range of disciplinary approaches is required. Both the humanities and
the natural sciences have an important role to play, not in competition,
but in a complementary way. The aspect of interdependence of culture
and nature inspires a discussion across boundaries of disciplines such as
history, social anthropology, Oriental studies, biology, pharmacology, and
pharmacy. Fourteen specialists on Yemen from North America, Europe,
Israel, and Yemen have contributed to the book. Their research is based
on textual analysis, as well as on empirical research and laboratory ex-
periment, and covers both historical and contemporary aspects.

In her introductory contribution, pharmacist Ingrid Hehmeyer address-
es the question of traditional medicine as an effective tool in issues of
human health, using examples of materia medica and traditional practice
from Yemen. She explores their historical and cultural dimensions, as well
as the validity of their uses in today’s society. The subsequent chapters
(Lev, Schmidl) are based on textual evidence and contribute to our knowl-
edge of medicinal herbs in earlier periods. Biologist and historian Efraim
Lev, whose areas of specialization are the history of medicine and ethno-
pharmacology, centres upon the Yemeni medical lore found in medieval
sources. He presents this information in the context of the medicinal sub-
stances found in the Cairo Genizah documents and the records of the sea
trade between the eastern Mediterranean and India. Historian of science
Petra G. Schmidl examines a thirteenth-century treatise on the science of
the stars, the Kitab al-Tabsira by the Rasulid ruler of Yemen al-Ashraf ‘Umar
(r.1295-6), and in particular its magical and medical topics that are re-
lated to the stars in their broadest sense. The treatise explains connections
between celestial events and human life on Earth with regard to prevention

13 Since the 1980s the effects of socio-cultural context have been claimed and studied
for Western medical systems, see Sax, ‘Traditional Methods’, 28.

14 For research on this fascinating topic in the Islamic world, see Savage-Smith (ed.),
Magic and Divination, especially the contribution by Dols, ‘The Theory of Magic in Healing’.

15 Sillitoe, ‘Local Science’, 4. The holistic approach of indigenous knowledge systems
has been studied within several cultures, e.g. Bodeker, ‘Traditional Medical Knowledge’ for
Indian Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine, as well as Maass, Cultural Context, for a commu-
nity in Guatemala.
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and treatment of disease, along with the determination of the appropriate
time to do so.

The subsequent chapters (Varisco, Morris, Muchawsky-Schnapper, Ro-
dionov) take a humanities-based approach and discuss practical medical
aspects of plants in contemporary Yemen. They focus on specific plants,
or regions, or both. Studies on gat (Catha edulis), be it by Western or Ye-
meni scholars from various disciplines, are numerous and deal primarily
with its socio-economic and health-related problems. Anthropologist and
historian Daniel Martin Varisco combines a study of historical sources,
poetry, ethnographic accounts, and contemporary scientific analysis. He
considers health impacts of gat use within the ancient Greek system of
humoural pathology and in Islamic legal sources, but he also claims posi-
tive effects on a person’s health, and thus draws a more nuanced and objec-
tive picture of gat as a drug. Miranda Morris specializes in the study of the
Modern South Arabian languages and the ethnography of those who speak
them. Her linguistic and ethnobotanical research on the use of aloes and
frankincense in Soqotra concentrates on the more remote areas where the
most valuable species flourish. Here she has discovered usages so far un-
known in the Middle East, even in the towns of southern Arabia. Ethnog-
rapher Ester Muchawsky-Schnapper has studied the persistence of
traditional knowledge and practice among Jews who emigrated from Ye-
men to Jerusalem. Secret healing knowledge has been attributed to this
minority within the state of Israel. Even second-generation Yemenites still
practise traditional healing methods using herbs, some of which were
brought from Yemen at the time of immigration and then cultivated in a
private setting. The final chapter of this section is also based on field re-
search. Hadramawt is famous all over Yemen for its honey, and the typical
bottle-shaped hives are well-known to every traveller who has visited that
part of the country. Besides the medicinal qualities that are praised in the
Qur’an, specialist in Arabic studies and cultural anthropology Mikhail Ro-
dionov has evaluated his field data and local poetry to discuss the sym-
bolic roles and health-giving properties of honey, coffee, and tea, including
the poetical rivalry and competition between the latter two.

Since the 1970s, ethnopharmacologist Jacques Fleurentin has analyzed
the medicinal value of numerous plants, also taking into consideration
aspects such as cultural context and magical practices. He stresses the
extraordinary biodiversity of Yemen, not so much from a quantitative point
of view (1750 plant species), but mainly with regard to the quality and ge-
netic properties of certain plants, e.g. frankincense (Boswellia sacra), aloe
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(Aloe vera which is the indigenous Aloe barbadensis), and coftee (Coffea
arabica). With his chapter we enter the last section of the book, with three
more contributions by natural scientists (Al-Duais/Jetschke, Lindequist,
al-Hakimi/Ya'ni/Pelat). Plant ecologists Mohammed Al-Duais and Gottfried
Jetschke, the former also a biochemist, the latter a developer of predictive
models, present the example of halga (Cyphostemma digitatum), a plant
that grows in Yemen'’s south-western highlands. Their research demon-
strates that ethnobotanical knowledge can withstand the scrutiny of mod-
ern laboratory analysis. In addition, ethnobotanical work reminds us of
the importance of sustainable use—instead of overexploitation—of the
valuable plant resources. Pharmaceutical biologist Ulrike Lindequist enjoys
well-established collaboration with Yemeni universities. Her research in-
cludes investigating the biological activity and chemical constituents of
plants and fungi, and the results confirm the great potential of Yemen'’s
natural resources for the development of new drugs. Specialist in plant
breeding Amin Al-Hakimi, tropical agronomist Frédéric Pelat, and biologist
Anhar Ya'ni outline the holistic setting of environment, culture and tradi-
tions in which the use of both wild and cultivated plants meets local ther-
apeutic needs. They present numerous examples of farmers’ orally
transmitted knowledge, but also point out how this intangible cultural
heritage is at risk of being lost to us for ever.

This volume, then, takes an interdisciplinary approach to the topic of
traditional medicine in Yemen and presents it within the context of oral
tradition, written sources, the socio-political and economic framework, as
well as modern scientific insights. The editors are fundamentally concerned
about the aspect of sustainability and the integrity of cultural property
without which there would be little lasting value of this research for today’s
Yemen. While the focus of the book is on traditional medicine and Yemen,
it is hoped that it will have much wider implications, because “[t]he dis-
course on the relationship between economic, ecological, and social issues
in sustainable development and biodiversity conservation has gradually
emphasized the re-discovery of culture [...]. In this process, indigenous
knowledge as a prime part of culture has come to play an important role
in international debates on development planning and conservation
strategies.”6

16 Maass, Cultural Context, 1.
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THE VALIDITY OF TRADITIONAL MEDICINE AS AN EFFECTIVE
TOOL IN ISSUES OF HUMAN HEALTH

Ingrid Hehmeyer

1. PREAMBLE

The World Health Organization defines traditional medicine as “the sum
total of the knowledge, skills and practices based on the theories, beliefs
and experiences indigenous to different cultures, whether explicable or
not, used in the maintenance of health, as well as in the prevention, diag-
nosis, improvement or treatment of physical and mental illness.” Accord-
ing to this definition, traditional medicine is a complex network of
interaction of both ideas and practices, the study of which requires a multi-
disciplinary approach.

Figure 1. Citrullus colocynthis Figure 2. Fruit of Citrullus colocynthis
(Cucurbitaceae) in the Wadi Zabid (© Ingrid Hehmeyer, 2010)
(© Ingrid Hehmeyer, 1998)

This paper takes the example of a plant that grows in Yemen and explores
its properties in light of the World Health Organization’s definition. The
anthropological fieldwork that forms the basis of the study was carried out
in the city of Zabid and its hinterland, and the plant in question is called

1 WHO, General Guidelines, 1.
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hanzal in Arabic, colocynth in English, or colloquially bitter gourd. Its
botanical name is Citrullus colocynthis (Cucurbitaceae) (Fig. 1). Other well-
known cucurbits today are melons, cucumbers, and gourds. The colocynth
is a native of arid environments in Africa and Asia. The drought-resistant
perennial plant grows wild, not cultivated. Its vine-like stems spread on
the ground, with deeply lobed leaves, yellow flowers, and globular fruits.
Typically, these are shiny green with yellow stripes and are the size of a
small apple (Fig. 2). Removal of the hard rind exposes a white spongy pulp
in which numerous seeds are imbedded.

2. EVIDENCE OF THE COLOCYNTH IN ANCIENT SOUTH ARABIA

The earliest text known so far that attests to the occurrence of the colocynth
in ancient South Arabia is the inscription Gl 1679 + Gl 1773 a+b = Ja 2848y,
1-10.2 It was carved on a rock slope above the ancient dam of Marib in
boustrophedon style—that is, alternate lines are written in opposite direc-
tions, with one line from right to left and the next one from left to right,
‘turning like oxen ploughing a field’ which is the literal meaning of bous-
trophedon in Greek. Since strict right-to-left writing of Old South Arabian
became standard by the seventh century BCE,® we may surmise that the
inscription predates this time. The text talks about the fact that the god
‘Athtar, who was worshipped as a benefactor of water, finally sent rain to
the region of Marib, apparently after a period of prolonged drought. The
inscription (lines 9-10) mentions in particular the “realm of Hanzalan” in
the Marib oasis as having been watered by the rains. The “realm of Hanzalan”
is to be understood here as a designation of a proper name, referring to a
specific district, but it is remarkable in so far as its literal meaning is ‘colo-
cynth field.”*

Seeds of the colocynth were identified in Yemen in archaeological soil
samples from the excavations in Baraqgish, dating to the first millennium
BCE.® Besides the textual hint, then, there is archaeobotanical evidence
that the colocynth was used in ancient South Arabia.

See Miiller, ‘Dokumente’, 270.

Breton, Arabia Felix, 30.

Miiller, ‘Dokumente’, 270; Hehmeyer and Schmidt, Wasserwirtschaft, 57.
Costantini and Costantini Biasini, ‘Bioarchaeology’, 362.

S B NI )
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3. PAST AND PRESENT USES OF THE COLOCYNTH IN YEMEN

The classical Arabic name of the colocynth, hanzal, is clearly derived from
the same root as the Old South Arabian term. Today, in the Wadi Zabid
where the plant grows wild, people immediately point out the violent
purgative effect of the pulp of the fruit. It is used in case of occasional
constipation, but more importantly for internal purification. In addition,
the dried, pulverized pulp is manufactured into an ointment that is applied
to treat rheumatic pain.® The active constituents are the cucurbitacins, a
group of substances (chemically speaking, tetracyclic triterpenes) with
exceedingly bitter taste and irritating effects that are responsible for the
medicinal properties of the colocynth.

Rheumatic diseases are caused by an inflammation. The inflammation
stimulates sensory nerves and this is what causes pain. If one applies a
cucurbitacin-rich ointment externally to the affected area, the cucurbita-
cins irritate the skin, leading to an increased blood flow and stimulation
of the sensory nerves in the tissue lying beneath. The result of this so-called
counter-irritant effect is a weakening of the stimulation through the orig-
inal inflammation and thus a lessening of the pain.” However, the causes
of the rheumatic disorder are not treated, only the symptoms.

When applied internally, the cucurbitacins irritate the mucous mem-
branes of the intestine and act as a hydragogue—that is, they cause a dis-
charge of watery fluid into the intestine and thus evacuation of watery
stools. Use of the colocynth is not without dangers, though. The cucur-
bitacins can irritate the mucous membranes to the point of causing an
inflammation of the intestine accompanied by bloody diarrhoea, techni-
cally haemorrhagic colitis. If taken orally in larger quantities, the cucur-
bitacins are toxic.8

The colocynth fruit can be found in pharmacists’ shops not only in Zabid,
but in all the larger cities of Yemen. In the countryside, people gather the
fruits from the wild plant. Desert animals, however, avoid the plant alto-
gether and in particular the ripe fruit that is especially rich in cucurbitacins.

6 See Schopen, Heilmittel, 46, for further uses.

7 Schneider, Pharmazeutische Biologie, 374—5; Caesar, ‘Bryonia’, 56—7.

8 Al Faraj, ‘Haemorrhagic Colitis’, 695-6; Pfab, Vergiftungen’, 41; Goldfain et al., ‘Acute
Toxic Colitis’, 1412—18. Interestingly, the latter article reports three cases from Morocco that
were caused by ingestion of a milk-colocynth pulp mixture taken for “ritual purposes of
purification and vitalisation” (1417). The frequently cited article by Berrut et al., ‘Colite
pseudomembraneuse’, 135-8, clearly confuses the colocynth with a different species of the
cucurbits, see 136, Fig. 2.
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Less tangible is a totally different kind of application of the fruit that
was reported by the ethnographer Erich Brauer. In a 1934 publication en-
titled Ethnography of the Yemeni Jews, the author describes how the fruit
of the colocynth was suspended in houses for protection from the evil eye
(al-‘ayn).? In the Jewish community of San‘a’ it was employed for the same
purpose, as part of the wall decorations of the room where a new mother
would receive well-wishers on the first or second Sabbath after the birth
of a child. Until today, a new Muslim mother follows similar customs and
these include the colocynth as part of the room decorations.!? Pieces of the
colocynth rind are said to be used in amulets that are worn for protection
from the evil eye and are intended to ensure well-being.!!

Figure 3. Grave with marker stones and colocynth plant
(near al-Fazza, Tihama) (© Elisa Fazio, 2010)

The conviction that certain people possess, by a mere glance of the eye,
the power to cause misfortune, illness, and death to others, their families
and their belongings, is widespread in human civilization, from ancient to
modern times, and in the Middle East in particular. Whatever the nature
of the connection between the glance of the eye and the inflicted evil may
be, there are clearly supernatural forces involved—as there are in the ap-

9 Brauer, Ethnologie, 72—3.
10° See also Muchawsky-Schnapper, ‘Symbolic Decorations’, 69—70.
11 Schopen, Heilmittel, 45-6.
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propriate counteraction. Defence against the potential disaster typically
entails the presentation of relevant items for protection, such as objects
depicting the eye, the outstretched hand, or, as in the example described
here, suspension of the colocynth. Apparently, its bitter taste and poison-
ous qualities make it “a potent shield against evil spirits.”’? For the same
reason, since early Islamic times the Bedouin of the Arabian Peninsula are
reported to have named their male children Hanzala.!® In Yemen people
believe that the colocynth extends its protection from evil interference
even beyond death, and sowing colocynth seeds onto a burial site is part
of the local mortuary practices along the Red Sea coast. Figure 3 shows two
standing stones marking a grave, with a colocynth plant growing out of it.
The bitterness and toxicity deter the evil spirits that may otherwise disturb
the peace of the dead.

There is yet another interesting nuance regarding the colocynth, and
that is a linguistic one. Brauer cites a Yemeni Arabic song in which hanzal
serves as a synonym for bitter experience in life.1* With this connotation,
hangal is used in Yemeni Arabic until today. In her book on Cosmetics,
Scents, and Incense, Hanne Schonig cites the expression amarr min al-
hangzal, “more bitter than colocynth.”> The bitterness of the colocynth is
also proverbial among the Jewish community of Yemen.!6

4. TEXTUAL CONTEXT: NON-YEMENI SOURCES

Regarding textual information on the colocynth, the potential dangers due
to its toxicity were known even in the ancient Near East, and it is believed
that the ‘wild gourd’ of the following story from the Hebrew Bible (II Kings
4:38—40) is the colocynth:"”

And Elisha came again to Gilgal: and there was a dearth in the land; and
the sons of the prophets were sitting before him: and he said unto his servant,
‘Set on the great pot and seethe pottage for the sons of the prophets.’ And

12 Muchawsky-Schnapper, ‘Symbolic Decorations’, 69.

13 Jacob, Beduinenleben, 11; see Walther, Arabische Personennamen, 50, for examples.
The same habit has been observed in the eastern Mediterranean during medieval Islamic
times, see Lev and Amar, Practical Materia Medica, 387, and it has been documented as
late as the 1970s among the Bedouin of the Negev, see Bailey and Danin, ‘Bedouin Plant
Utilization’, 146.

14 Brauer, Ethnologie, 213-15.

15 Schonig, Schminken, 244. See also Qafisheh, Dictionary, 146.

16 Goitein, Jemenica, 65, no. 403.

17 Tristram, Natural History, 450—2.
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one went out into the fields to gather herbs, and found a wild vine, and
gathered thereof wild gourds his lap full, and came and shred them into the
pot of pottage: for they knew them not. So they poured out for the men to
eat. And it came to pass, as they were eating of the pottage, that they cried
out, and said, ‘O thou man of God, there is death in the pot.” And they could
not eat thereof.

In medieval Islamic times, the dangers of Citrullus colocynthis were equal-
ly understood. Kitab al-Sumum [ The Book on Poisons] is attributed to the
ninth-tenth-century author Ibn Wahshiyya.!® Reading between the lines,
it is a malicious manual on the effectiveness of poisonous principles that
kill humans—including lethal sounds and smells, as well as simple and
compound poisons. For each of these, Ibn Wahshiyya gives a description
of the symptoms that they cause, followed by the recipe for an appropriate
antidote and instructions for its administration. In the chapter on the
manufacture of compound poisons that kill when eaten or drunk, the au-
thor lists the colocynth as the active ingredient in his “Description of An-
other Compound Poison, the Twenty-fifth”. He describes the mixture as
causing “sharp colic in the belly”® and, depending on the dose, being po-
tentially lethal.

But the colocynth was also valued by the medieval authors for its me-
dicinal properties. Several classical Arabic sources deal with materia med-
ica, which is defined as the sum of the simple (i.e. non-compound) drugs,
a ‘drug’ being a substance of natural (i.e. plant, animal or mineral) origin
used for its medicinal properties. The most influential work on materia
medica was composed by the thirteenth-century Andalusian pharmaceu-
tical biologist Ibn al-Baytar (d. 1248). He travelled widely throughout north-
ern Africa, the eastern Mediterranean, Asia Minor, and Italy, studying
materia medica. His al-Jami‘ li-mufradat al-adwiya wa-l-aghdhiya [ Com-
prehensive Book on Simple Drugs and Foodstuffs], is an encyclopaedia of
the materia medica known at the time, with the entries of the individual
drugs organized alphabetically. The work demonstrates first of all the au-
thor’s excellent knowledge of the sources compiled by his predecessors.
Under the entry hangal Ibn al-Baytar cites the great authorities on materia
medica both from the ancient past, such as Dioscorides (1st century CE)
and Galen (d. after 203), and from Islamic times, among whom is Ibn Sina
(d.1037).20

18 See Fahd, ‘Ibn Wahshiyya’, 963b—965Db, for the controversy over his identity.
19 Levey, Toxicology, 65.
20 Tbn al-Baytar/Leclerc (trans.), Traité, 1, 461-4.
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In the introduction to his Kitab al-Saydana fi [-tibb [Book on Pharmacy]
which was completed in the 1040s, al-Birtni, one of the great scholars and
innovative thinkers of medieval Islam, points out that good knowledge of
materia medica forms the basis of pharmacy.?! In the chapter on the colo-
cynth, which is unfortunately not cited by Ibn al-Baytar, al-Birini describes
the medicinal value of the plant, in particular as a purgative, while also
warning against its potential dangers.?? Specifically, if a plant bears only
one fruit, it should be avoided since its effect is too powerful. The author
gives the following explanation: “the root’s power is transferred in toto to
the flower”?3—that is, the active constituents are transported from the
root, the location of their synthesis, to the fruit. This, of course, is pure
speculation on the part of the author and, in fact, botanically incorrect.
The cucurbitacins are not transported within the plant, but are synthesized
in situ within those plant organs where they are typically found.?*

The great authority on the preparation and application of compound
drugs was the ninth-century physician and pharmacist Sabiur Ibn Sahl
(d. 869). His al-Agrabadhin al-saghir [Small Dispensatory] comprises 408
recipes. For each of these, the author lists the ingredients with their doses,
instructions for manufacture, and directions for application. Sabur had 299
simple drugs of plant origin at his disposal.?® The colocynth is specified as
an ingredient in twenty-three recipes.26

The classical Arabic texts also refer to a different use of the colocynth
that people today in the Middle East tend to keep silent about. Like other
purgatives that have a violent effect on the lower intestines, the colocynth
can be used to cause an abortion, i.e. as an abortifacient. ‘Arib Ibn Sa‘d
al-Katib al-Qurtubi (d. c.980) was a physician from the western part of the
Islamic world, al-Andalus, who wrote a treatise Kitab Khalg al-janin wa-
tadbir al-habalawa-l-mawlud [ On the Development of the Fetus, the Treat-
ment of Pregnant Women, and the Newborn Baby]. It is clear from the
title of the work that the author’s main concern was in healthy pregnancies

21 al-Birani/Said (ed. and trans.), Pharmacy, 12 and 6. See Hehmeyer, ‘Pharmaceutical
Utensils’, 237 and n. 3, for further details.

22 al-Birani/Said (ed. and trans.), Pharmacy, 131-2.

23 Tbid., 132.

24 Frohne and Pfander, Gifipflanzen, 148.
This equals 79.1% of the total materia medica, see Kahl (trans.), Dispensatory, 14-16.
Animal substances make up 10.6% and substances of mineral origin 10.3%.

26 Sabur’s work was edited by Kahl in 1994 (Dispensatorium) and a translation was
submitted by the same author in 2003 (Dispensatory).—For further references on the colo-
cynth, see Lev and Amar, Practical Materia Medica, 385-7.
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and deliveries. But in this context he also identified cases where an abor-
tion was called for. The materia medica that he recommended for that
purpose includes the colocynth.2’? May one suggest that Sabur Ibn Sahl’s
recipe no. 69—which contains a substantial quantity of colocynth pulp,
and that he describes as making “the menstrual blood flow that stopped
untimely”—points in a similar direction?28 This particular concoction
would have had an exceedingly violent effect because colocynth pulp was
combined with aloe and cassia, both of which are strong laxatives as well,
in addition to some other ingredients that are known for their abortive
effects, such as cinnamon and parsley.?? In today’s Middle East women still
take colocynth pulp to induce an abortion, despite its toxicity, and the
medical literature reports cases of women who have died as a result.30

5. YEMENI SOURCES

The colocynth is also mentioned in a thirteenth-century Yemeni treatise
on materia medica, al-Mu‘tamad fi -adwiya al-mufrada [The Reliable
Source on Simple Medicines], most probably composed by the third Rasu-
lid sultan of Yemen, al-Ashraf ‘Umar (d. 1296).3! Al-Ashraf ‘Umar is well-
known as a scholar who wrote a number of scientific works, several of
which focus on medical topics.32 The authorship of al-Mu tamad has been
contested, though. Daniel Varisco states in his book Medieval Agriculture
and Islamic Science that the “text is usually assigned to the [...] father, al-
Malik al-Muzaffar,” the second Rasulid ruler (d. 1295), and that “there is no
evidence that this important and widely circulated herbal should not be
attributed to al-Malik al-Muzaffar.”33 The confusion is well reflected in the

27 “Arib Ibn Sa‘id [sic] Al-Katib Al-Qurthbi [sic]/Makaci (trans.), Génération, 86. For
the correct name of the author, see Pellat, “Arib’, 628a—b.

28 Sabur Ibn Sahl/Kahl (trans.), Dispensatory, 69—70. Recipes nos. 114 and 115 are simply
recommended to “make the menstrual blood flow” (84-5).

29 Wichtl, Teedrogen, 154, 433, 435-6. As for parsley, it is the fruits and the root that are
used until today to induce abortions. Sabur’s text, though, does not specify the organ of the
plant that should be added to the recipe, see Sabur Ibn Sahl/Kahl (ed.), Dispensatorium, 82,
line 12.

30 Qédan, Volksmedizin’, 70; Venzlaff, Drogenhdndler, 64; Bellakhdar, Pharmacopée,
262—3; Akhmisse, Médecine, 113.

81 Brockelmann, GAL I, 650 (494) and S 1, go1.

32 Varisco, Almanac, 14-16.

33 Ibid., 16. Varisco’s book is a critical edition, English translation, and detailed analysis
of an agricultural almanac that was compiled by the same al-Ashraf ‘Umar as one of fifty
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edition that is used by the present writer (Hehmeyer): while the father’s
name is given on the title page, the editor states that the author is “al-
Malik al-Muzaffar al-Ashraf’—and thus gets the honorific titles of father
and son mixed up.3* The problem was apparently caused by a mistake in
the manuscript that was used as the basis for one of the edited and printed
versions of the text and that—it seems wrongly—attributed the work to
al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s father, while the real author was al-Ashraf ‘Umar him-
self.3% Both had excellent knowledge of medicine, as is acknowledged by
the official court historian of the Rasulids, al-Khazrajt (d. 1410), who was
intimately acquainted with the individuals. Reading between the lines of
a report about a medical crisis one gets the impression that in the 1270s
the son had already surpassed his father in the mastery of medical science.36

Varisco has pointed out that al-Mu tamad “is in fact largely derivative
from previous Arabic herbals and offers little information specific to
Yemen.”3” This is entirely correct, and at the beginning of al-Mu tamad the
author even cites the great authorities on materia medica whom he employs
as sources. Ibn al-Baytar is among them.3® Nevertheless, the work does
make a valuable contribution insofar as it reflects a deliberate choice of
the material that the author included—or, conversely, decided not to in-
clude—in his text, first of all because he selected materia medica with
which he was familiar from his native country of Yemen.

Like his predecessors, he organized the entries alphabetically. For the
colocynth, the author lists, among others, the following uses: as a purgative,
as a treatment of rheumatic pain, and as an agent of abortion (abortifa-
cient). At the same time, he warns about the dangers of the drug and its
potentially lethal properties.39

chapters comprising his major work on astronomy, al-Tabsira fi ilm al-nujum [Enlighten-
ment on the Science of the Stars] (see Petra Schmidl’s chapter in this volume).

34 Ibn Rasul/Muhanna (ed.), al-Mu‘tamad, 9.

35 See al-Zirikli, al-Alam, 5, 69 and n. 3. I am indebted to Jabir ‘Abduh ‘Ali ‘Abdallah,
M.A., Department of History, University of al-Hudayda, Yemen, for having drawn my at-
tention to this discrepancy and to the reference.

36 al-Khazraji/Redhouse (trans.) and ‘Asal (ed.), Pearl-strings, 1, 233 (English transla-
tion), and 4, 277-8 (Arabic text). See Bosworth, ‘al-KhazradjT', 1188b, for general information
on the author.

37 Varisco, Almanac, 16.

38 Incidentally, Ibn al-Baytar's own chapter on the colocynth is equally a compilation
of information gathered by his predecessors and does not constitute his original research.

39 Ibn Rasul/Muhanna (ed.), al-Mu tamad, 103—5.
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6. CONCLUSION

At this point it is clear that the medicinal properties of the colocynth pro-
vide a well-founded basis for its administration to treat certain physical
conditions. Even though until quite recently chemical analysis to identify
the active constituents—the cucurbitacins in the case of Citrullus colocyn-
this—was not available, experience showed that the drug worked: people
could observe the evidence. It is therefore not surprising that the colocynth
has formed part of the Yemeni materia medica for a long period of time,
both in terms of its practical application and its description in the medical
manuals.

Use of the colocynth for protection from the evil eye and as an amulet
reflects a different principle.4? It calls upon supernatural forces and, instead
of treating a physical symptom, it targets the mind. In classical Islamic
medicine, a clear understanding prevails of the human being as an entity
of body and mind. The physician al-Razi (d. c.925), one of the great inde-
pendent medical thinkers and practitioners, addressed both aspects in his
works. While being a meticulous clinical observer of physical illnesses and
their symptoms, it is mostly in his alchemical writings that he openly admits
that there are unexplained phenomena in nature.*!

In their 1982 article “Repertory of Drugs and Medicinal Plants of Yemen,”
Jacques Fleurentin and Jean-Marie Pelt have pointed out that traditional
medical practices include those that are materia medica-based, and those
that are not of an explicable nature.*? But the authors have hinted at the
fact that this straight-forward categorization may be an oversimplification.
For example, a purgative may be administered in order to eliminate evil
spirits, and while there will be an explicable and observable medical effect,
the reason for the prescription is not constipation, but the belief that the
patient is suffering from a condition induced by evil spirits who have to be
expelled.*3 In traditional medicine, the causes of illness can also be of
supernatural origin. This has been one of the most basic principles of hu-
man health concerns since ancient times and the evidence can be found
beginning with the earliest medical texts from the ancient Near East.

40 See Claisse-Dauchy, Médecine traditionnelle, 98-9, for two hypothetical explanations
of the magical associations of the colocynth that may provide the reason for the plant’s use
in magic-medicinal practices in today’s Morocco.

41 See Goodman, ‘al-Razt, 474b—475a.

42 Fleurentin and Pelt, ‘Repertory’, 87.

43 Ibid., 105.
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An example was observed by the present writer in Zabid in the year
2007. Figure 4 shows Sharif Qasim ‘Abdallah al-Ahdal, alocal healer (second
from left) and his young patient (second from right) who was suffering
from a serious skin disease. Of course, even in modern medicine skin dis-
eases are notorious for being difficult to diagnose, and equally difficult to
treat. After seeing a local doctor whose prescription of various Western
medicines did not ease the boy’s condition, his father took him to a special-
ist in the capital city of San‘@’, again to no avail. Following their return to
Zabid, the father decided to try a local healer as a last resort. Sharif Qasim
‘Abdallah al-Ahdal came to the house every other day to treat his patient,
rubbing on a preparation whose recipe he did not wish to reveal. Each
treatment started and ended with the healer taking a sip of water and spit-
ting three times onto the skin lesions—and by doing this he was, in effect,
spitting at the evil spirits causing the disease. The boy’s condition improved
considerably, at least over the next weeks.

Figure 4. Sharif Qasim ‘Abdallah al-Ahdal, a local healer in Zabid (second from left) with
his young patient (second from right) (© Ingrid Hehmeyer, 2007)

One may easily be critical here and judge that such irrational practices do
not deserve to be called ‘medical.’ In a 2002 article in the Annals of Internal
Medicine, Daniel Moerman and Wayne Jonas have pointed out the sig-
nificance of what they termed “meaningfulness” in our understanding of
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the physiologic or psychological response of a patient to treatment.** The
practitioner’s manner, the authority that transpires from him or her, or the
performance of certain procedures and rituals, are all meaningful for the
therapeutic outcome. For the patient, the ‘meaning response’ can be an
important component within the complex healing process, and the prac-
titioner has to be aware of the fact that there is more involved in successful
therapy than simply applying a drug with medicinally active constituents.
To underline their position, the authors give an example from the history
of medicine, from the Dialogues of Plato, that attribute the following to
Socrates:

[The cure for the headache] was a kind of leaf, which required to be ac-
companied by a charm, and if a person would repeat the charm at the same
time that he used the cure, he would be made whole; but that without the
charm the leaf would be of no avail. 4>

Western physicians trained in a rational, science-based approach to diag-
nosis and treatment have observed in Yemen with admiration the whole-
hearted commitment that a traditional healer offers to his patient. His
practices regularly include magico-religious rituals.#6 In traditional medi-
cine—as for most human beings—there is no strict separation between
the rational and the supernatural, which is why the WHO’s definition spe-
cifically includes “knowledge, skills and practices [...], whether explicable
or not.”#” May one suggest that in order to enhance the success of modern
Western medical procedures a combination with certain traditional treat-
ment options might also have beneficial effects? After all, Western medicine
can neither explain what causes many diseases, nor offer a cure for them.
Under any circumstance, maximising the ‘meaning response’ should be a

priority.
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EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN PHARMACOLOGY AND INDIA TRADE
AS A BACKGROUND FOR YEMENI MEDIEVAL MEDICINAL PLANTS!

Efraim Lev

There is still a lot to be learned about medicinal substances of vegetal ori-
gin that were used in medieval Yemen. The aim of this chapter is to enlarge
our knowledge by employing as yet unexploited historical sources. The
focus is on extracting data from two main groups of documents: firstly, the
reconstructed inventory of medicinal substances from the eastern Mediter-
ranean (based on practical medical fragments found in the Cairo Genizah);
and secondly various documents (traders’ letters and documents dealing
with tax) that relate to the sea trade that passed (mostly) through the Red
Sea between India and Egypt. In addition, a number of literary sources will
be evaluated.

The chapter opens with a short introduction to the Genizah and its
importance to the history of medicine and pharmacology. This is followed
by the classification of documents and their significance to the research.
The contribution of each group of Genizah fragments to the knowledge
relating to the use of medicinal plants and the reconstruction of the inven-
tory of practical medicinal plants is dealt with later. The main part of the
work presents some of the research studies regarding trade in the Red Sea
and Yemeni ports. These sources shed light on medicinal plants that were
traded in the sea routes through Yemen. Examination of certain historical
sources related to agriculture in medieval Yemen provides evidence of the
kinds of medicinal plants that were cultivated there as well as information
regarding the local Yemeni names of medicinal plants in that period
(I presume that non-indigenous plants would have had a Yemeni Arabic
name especially if they had local applications).

1 The chapter is partly based on Lev, ‘Drugs’. This research would not have taken place
without a generous grant from St. John'’s College, Cambridge, which hosted the author as
an Overseas Visiting Scholar (2003—4). The author would like to express his deepest thanks
to Prof. Zohar Amar, Bar-Ilan University, Israel for his helpful remarks. Special thanks go
to my colleagues at the Taylor-Schechter Genizah Research Unit at the Cambridge Univer-
sity Library who shared with me their vast knowledge and experience and supported me
with helpful comments: Dr. Ben Outhwaite (head), Prof. Stefan Reif (former head), and Dr.
Avihai Shivtiel.
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The chapter ends by presenting a table that collates all the collected
data, followed by a short discussion. This will enable the reader to make a
comparison between the plants that were used in medicine in the medieval
Mediterranean and those that were recorded for the purpose of trade (and,
I will suggest, therefore made use of) in Yemen.

My first assumption is that medicinal plants and their different parts
and products that were traded in the sea routes and passed through Ye-
meni seaports were used medicinally by the Yemeni population, espe-
cially in the port cities and their vicinity. The second assumption is that
the reconstructed inventory of practical medicinal plants of the medieval
eastern Mediterranean—as recorded in the practical medical Genizah
fragments—is comparable to the Yemeni one of the same period. Accord-
ing to previous research that included the study of inventories of tradi-
tional medicine around the Middle East, the core of any historical or
present day inventory of medicinal substances is similar. However, the wild
species that augment it differ according to the local climate, geography,
and phytogeographical zones of the country.? Therefore, the differences
between the medieval eastern Mediterranean and the Yemeni inventories
of medicinal plants are mainly the local wild plants, in addition to locally
cultivated species; the wild plants were not traded and were thus not re-
corded in regular commercial documents. In this context I should mention
the important work done recently by Daniel Martin Varisco on medieval
Yemeni agriculture that supplies us with data regarding locally cultivated
plants, including those that had medicinal applications.?

1. THE CAIRO GENIZAH AND ITS CONTRIBUTION

European scholars have known since the early nineteenth century of the
hoard of documents that was found in the Genizah of the Ben Ezra syna-
gogue of the Palestinian Jews of al-Fustat (Old Cairo). The extraordinary
circumstance of its preservation for such a long period, from about the
tenth to the nineteenth century, against the ravages of time and decay was
due to the exceptionally dry climate of Egypt. By the end of the nineteenth
century the ‘spell was broken,” and these manuscripts were bought from

2 Lev, ‘Ethno-diversity’, 7.

8 Mainly Varisco, ‘Agriculture in al-Hamdant’s Yemen’; id., Almanac, 165-202. In the
future I hope to establish a research group in order to study medieval medical literary
(Arabic as well as Hebrew) sources that mention wild and cultivated medicinal plants in
Yemen in order to improve our knowledge and help us reconstruct this inventory.
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the synagogue officials and guards. The fragments slowly reached the hands
of collectors and came to the attention of European scholars; different
academic institutes and libraries purchased manuscripts and assembled
their own collections.* Solomon Schechter (d. 1915) and Charles Taylor (d.
1908) were responsible for recovering the majority of the Ben Ezra Genizah
manuscripts from Cairo in 1896 so that the Taylor-Schechter (T-S) Genizah
collection at Cambridge University Library is the largest in the world, hold-
ing more than 150,000 fragments (three times more than all the others
combined). The importance of the Genizah texts that supply information
on almost every aspect of life in the medieval Mediterranean communities,
was demonstrated by, among others, Shlomo Dov Goitein, Moshe Gil,
Menachem Ben-Sasson.5 An early study by Albert Dietrich of medicinal
materials in Muslim Egypt was based on one manuscript rich with informa-
tion on the trade in drugs.® A number of other scholars have since dealt
with this subject-matter, mainly Goitein, Colin F. Baker, Paul Fenton, Mark
R. Cohen, Esti Dvorjetsky, and especially Haskell D. Isaacs.”

The medical profession has been studied in works on the Genizah doc-
uments in general and on the life of the Jewish communities and societies
in the Mediterranean.? Medicine, as a subject in its own right, has been
given due attention only in the last few years with the publication of a
catalogue of 1616 medical fragments and para-medical manuscripts in the
Cambridge T-S collection by Isaacs with the assistance of Baker.? Further
research on the Cambridge T-S collection has provided information on
more than 160 fragments referring to medicine in general and to materia
medica in particular.1

Many medieval Egyptian Jews practised medicine. To date, a system-
atic examination of Genizah fragments, as part of an ongoing long-term
project, has yielded the names of more than fifty physicians.! The fact that
a large number of Jews were engaged in the medical profession in Egypt
and other Muslim territories emerges from other historical sources, but

4 Reif, A Jewish Archive,1—22; Richler, Guide to Hebrew, 60—4.

5 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society; Gil, Palestine; id., Kingdom; Ben-Sasson, Jews.

6 Dietrich, Drogenhandel.

7 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 1, 153—4, 209—-24; 2, 240—72; Baker, ‘Islamic and
Jewish Medicine’; Fenton, ‘Importance’; Cohen, ‘The Burdensome Life’; Isaacs, ITmpact of
Western Medicine’; Dvorjetski, ‘The Contribution of the Genizah’; Isaacs, ‘Medical Certifi-
cate’.

8 Goitein, ‘The Medical Profession’.

9 Isaacs, Medical and Para-Medical Manuscripts.

10 Nijessen and Lev, ‘Addenda’.

11 Lev, ‘Work in Progress’.
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mainly from books by medieval biographers and historians of medicine
such as Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a (d. 1270)!2 who mentions more than fifteen Jewish
practitioners in Cairo whom he met or knew of in his or earlier times.

The majority of the fifty Jewish physicians documented to date in the
Genizah fragments lived and practised medicine in Cairo, with a few in
Alexandria and in other smaller towns in Egypt between the eleventh and
the thirteenth centuries. For some of them we even have information on
their specialization: doctors of the eye, a specialist in wounds, and a physi-
cian who worked in a hospital.

2. MEDICINAL SUBSTANCES EXTRACTED FROM PLANTS AND USED IN
MEDICINE

The literature on medicine in medieval Muslim countries in general,'® and
in Egypt in particular,'* is vast. However, it mainly discusses theory and
not practice. Studying and analyzing medical fragments from the Cairo
Genizah has led to the development of a method for distinguishing the
different kinds of data provided by them.!> A crucial step was to differenti-
ate between theoretical and practical medical knowledge.

Theoretical medical knowledge is mainly contained in general medical
books. To date 1550 fragments of medical books have been identified in the
Cambridge T-S collection, and dozens in each of the other collections men-
tioned above.16

Practical medical knowledge is commonly found in prescriptions, lists
of drugs, and letters.l” The bulk of the fragments in this group are the pre-
scriptions, of which 140 unique original examples have been found in the
Cambridge T-S collection.!® Seventy lists of materia medica are known so
far.19

The main sources on which we relied to reconstruct the bulk of me-
dicinal plants that were in use from the tenth to the thirteenth century by

12 Tbn Abi Usaybi‘a/Miiller, ‘Uyan al-anba’.

13 Ullmann, Islamic Medicine; Levey, Pharmacology; Savage-Smith, ‘Medicine’; ead.,
‘Tibb’; Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine.

14 Ibn Ridwan/Dols (trans.) and Gamal (ed.), Medieval Islamic Medicine.

15 For more information about the method, see Lev and Amar, ‘Practice Versus Theory’.

16 Lev, ‘Work in Progress’, 46—9.

17 1d. and Amar, ‘Practice Versus Theory’.

18 Eid., Practical Materia Medica, 43-8; Lev, ‘Medieval Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic Prescrip-
tions’.

19 Id., ‘Drugs’.
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the members of the Jewish community in medieval Cairo were, therefore,
lists of materia medica and practical prescriptions from the Cambridge T-S
collection.2? The inventory of practical materia medica comprises 278 sub-
stances of which 220 (79.5%) are of vegetal origin.?! The number and pro-
portion are entirely comparable with the size range of medicinal plants in
other practical inventories?? and with the proportions found in different
sources and practices, from classical medical books to present-day tradi-
tional medicine.?® The most frequently mentioned plants and plant prod-
ucts were:?* myrobalan (79), rose (71), almond (41), pepper, endive,
galingal and saffron (34 each), nard and licorice (32 each), lentisk and
sugar cane (31 each), basil and borage (24 each), gum arabic, aloe, sesame
(21 each), lemon and camphor (20 each).

2.1. Lists of materia medica

One hundred and sixty-eight plants and plant products were recorded in
lists of materia medica, 84.2% of the total number of substances of vegetal
origin. The most frequently mentioned plants and plant products, and
hence, we suggest, most frequently employed were: myrobalan, pepper,
and saffron. Twenty-nine plants and plant products appear only in lists of
materia medica and, so far, have not been found in any prescriptions:2%
acacia, agrimony, ajava, anemone, arar tree, azerole tree, banana, betel
pepper, bitter vetch, broad-leaved pepperwort, bryony, cedar, coconut
palm, cornelian cherry, dragon’s blood, elecampane, Jew’s mallow, juniper,
manna, mulberry, Nile papyrus, Oriental plane tree, orpine, sea holly, stone-
crop, polypody, struthium, sumac, and thyme. These drugs were available
to the patients in the Jewish pharmacies.

They may have been mentioned also in prescriptions that did not sur-
vive, or they may have been used by members of the Jewish community in
Cairo without being prescribed, for instance in traditional medicine.26

»”

20 Lev and Amar, “Fossils”.

21 Eid., ‘Practice Versus Theory’; eid., Practical Materia Medica, 521—49. On the problems
and methodology of identification and systematic categorization of materia medica in the
Genizabh, see ibid., 29-34.

22 Eid., ‘Reconstruction’.

23 Lev, ‘Reconstructed materia medica’, id., ‘Medicinal Substances’; id. and Amar, ‘Eth-
nopharmacological Survey’.

24 See tables below.

25 See tables below.

26 Lev, ‘Drugs’.
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2.2. Practical Prescriptions

Evidence of 195 substances of vegetal origin (88.2% of the total number)
was found in prescriptions in the Genizah collection. The most frequently
mentioned plants and plant products and therefore, we suggest, most com-
monly used were: almond, myrobalan, rose, and sugar. Fifty-four plants
and plant products were mentioned only in prescriptions and have not
been found in any list of materia medica:2” apricot, asafoetida, asparagus,
barley, basil, bean, beet, ben tree, bitumen trefoil, cabbage, calamus, cen-
taury, chamomile, chickpea, common caper, cypress tree, dill, dodder of
thyme, Egyptian clover, Egyptian marjoram, fumitory, gum ammoniac,
hellebore, horehound, hyssop, jasmine, leek, lemongrass, lentil, lettuce,
linseed, lovage, malabathrum, meadow saffron, melon, mint, mustard,
opopanax, pear, pellitory of Spain, stone pine (nuts), red behen, savory,
sea squill, service tree, spinach, stavesacre, sweet clover, tamarisk, tar,
wallflower, white behen, wild nard, and willow. This may be due to the
relatively large number of prescriptions (140), compared to lists of materia
medica (70), that have survived and been discovered in the Genizah col-
lections.28

3. PLANTS TRADED BETWEEN EGYPT AND SOUTH EAST ASIA

Merchants’ letters found in the Genizah contain information on other
aspects of medieval trade. They mention names of drugs and their origins
and provide information about routes and other aspects of the drug trade
of that era. A large proportion of the substances referred to in merchants’
letters also served members of this medieval society as foodstulffs, spices,
condiments, and cosmetics, and they were used for industrial purposes as
well (tanning, dyeing, etc.). The reconstructed inventory of practical me-
dicinal plants corresponds directly to our knowledge of the trade. Histori-
cal works on trade in the medieval Mediterranean have been published by
Eliyahu Ashtor, Goitein, Gil, Ben-Sasson, Dietrich, Norman A. Stillman,
David Jacoby, Lev, Zohar Amar and Lev;?? and in the Red Sea and Indian

27 See tables below.

28 1d. and Amar, ‘Reconstruction’.

29 Ashtor, ‘Spice Prices’, ‘The Crusader’, ‘Levantine Sugar Industry’, ‘Il regno dei cro-
ciati’, ‘European Trade’; id. and Cervidalli, ‘Levantine Alkali Ashes’; Goitein, A Mediterranean
Society, 1,153—4, 209—22; Gil, Palestine; Ben-Sasson, Jews; Dietrich, Drogenhandel; Stillman,
‘Merchant House’; Jacoby, Trade, id., Commercial Exchange; Lev, ‘Trade’; id. and Amar,
‘Practice Versus Theory’; Amar and Lev, ‘The Significance’.
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Ocean by Eleni Roxani Margariti, and Goitein and Mordechai Akiva Fried-
man.3°

The trade between Egypt and South Asia during the medieval period
was vast, and numerous Genizah documents provide many data on the
topic.3! Most of the sixty plants and products originating from plants that
are explicitly mentioned in the historical sources had medicinal uses. The
list of plants and plant products consists both of general names, such as
aromatic plants, spices, gums, chewing gums; and named species of plants
that scholars have been able to identify.32 Since the Yemeni ports were
crucial stopovers for the ships on their routes between India and Egypt,
we can assume that these plants were available to the Yemeni traders and
therefore to Yemeni customers, at least on a small scale.33

From recent research focusing on the Yemeni sea port of Aden we learn
that, according to the Genizah documents dealing with taxes at this port,
various plants were traded, the vast majority of which had medicinal
applications. Among them we should mention some plants that were ex-
ported to Egypt, such as aromatic substances and aromatic woods, brazil-
wood, cinnamon, date, and rhubarb. The sources also mention that
cardamom and pepper were imported from India into Yemen.3+

A further source of information regarding the maritime trade and com-
merce in Ayyubid Aden that deals mainly with trade practices and taxes
is the book of the thirteenth-century ‘Easterner’ Abai Bakr b. Muhammad
b. Mas‘ad b. ‘Ali b. Ahmad Ibn al-Mujawir named Tarikh al-Mustabsir.3
The author mentions the various taxes that were levied on many com-
modities, of which half were of a medicinal nature, such as: camphor, car-
damom, clove, flax, indigo, iron, lac, madder, pepper, perfumed cherry
bark, saffron, ‘sugar’ of bamboo, and tamarind. Other commodities are
listed that were medicinal, but on which no tax was levied: date, dried
fruits/nuts, flax oil, frankincense, honey, olive oil, preserved fruits (my-
robalan), sesame, sugar, soap, saltwort, syrup,3® and aloeswood.3”

Evidence of a few other medicinal substances coming from India and
going to Egypt can be found among the commodities mentioned in docu-
ments that were found in al-Qusayr, a site on the shores of the Red Sea

30 Margariti, Aden; Goitein and Friedman, India Traders.

31 Ibid.

32 Tbid., see table below.

33 See column F in the table below.

34 Margariti, Aden. See column M in the table below.

35 Smith, ‘Have You Anything to Declare?’. See column S in the table below.
36 Smith, ‘Have You Anything to Declare?.

37 1d., ‘More on the Port Practices’. See column S in the table below.



28 EFRAIM LEV

between the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean. These include food
and drinks that were also employed in medical practice such as: apple,
barley, bean, butter, carrot, chickpea, date, eggplant, grape vine, Jew’s mal-
low, lemon, lentil, liquor, nut, onion, pepper, sugar, syrup, watermelon,
wheat, in addition to other medicinal plants and products such as: henna,
perfumed cherry, perfume, rose water, saffron, and soap.3® The data ex-
tracted from the sources mentioned above are presented below in the table
alongside the reconstructed inventory of practical medicinal plants in the
medieval Mediterranean according to the Cairo Genizah.

Further information regarding medieval Yemeni medicinal plants may
in future be gained from a study of Rasulid tax archives. Some such docu-
ments have been edited and published recently by Muhammad Jazim.39

4. MORE SOURCES—PLANTS CULTIVATED AND EMPLOYED MEDICINALLY
IN MEDIEVAL YEMEN

A few manuscripts of the Yemeni medieval literature dealing with agricul-
ture and science have been studied by Varisco, for example those written
by al-Hamdani (d. c.947). These works supply us with data regarding plants
that were cultivated in Yemen, many of which are known to have been put
to medicinal uses.*?

Other sources might be medical books written by medieval Yemeni
authors, though this is a different category. The most important book on
the topic is probably al-Mu‘tamad fi l-adwiya al-mufrada by al-Malik al-
Mugzaffar Yasuf.! There is no doubt that the author relies extensively on
prior medical authorities. However, one part at the end of the book—the
glossary of local Yemeni names of the medicinal substances mentioned in
the book—might be of relevance to us. The existence of trade in the com-
modities mentioned above is, in my opinion, circumstantial evidence for
the medical application of these substances in Yemen, and I would strong-
ly suggest a thorough investigation of these sources, but that is beyond the
scope of the current publication.

38 Guo, Commerce, 67—9. See column G in the table below.

39 Jazim and Arbach (eds.), al-Fasil; Jazim (ed.), Irtifa‘ al-dawla.

40 For example Varisco and Smith, Manuscript; Varisco, Medieval Folk Astronomy, id.,
Almanac,165-202, id., ‘Agriculture in al-Hamdant's Yemen'. See column Vin the table below.

4 al-Malik al-Muzaffar/al-Saqqa, al-Mu tamad. See Ingrid Hehmeyer’s chapter in this
volume for the suggestion that the author of the work was, in fact, al-Malik al-Muzaffar’s
son, al-Ashraf ‘Umar.
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5. COMPARISON AND ANALYSIS OF THE PRACTICAL vS. COMMERCIAL
Data

The data regarding medicinal plants extracted from the various sources
dealing with international trade and commerce in medieval Yemen are
compared here with the list of practical medicinal plants employed in the
medieval Mediterranean basin according to the Cairo Genizah documents.
Data from studies focusing on medicinal uses of local plants in that period
were added to the table in order to allow a comparison to be made between
the products that were taxed when imported from outside Yemen and the
products that were actually employed within the country. Moreover, the
indigenous Yemeni names of medicinal plants of that period were also
included here on the assumption that if foreign medicinal plants had a
local name, they probably had local employment.

The sources relied upon here are described in detail above: L — Genizah
practical fragments,*? F — Genizah trade,*3 S — Aden,** M — Aden,* G —al-
Qusayr,*6 and V- Yemeni medieval agriculture.*” Analysis and discussion
of the data are presented below.

Table. Medicinal plants between Yemen and Egypt — practical vs. commercial sources

Scientific name and botanical family Common name L F S M
Acacia nilotica (Leguminosae) gum arabic tree X X

Acacia spp. (Leguminosae) acacia X

Acorus calamus (Araceae) calamus X

Adiantum capillus-veneris (Pteridophyta) maidenhair X

Agaricus spp. (Agaricaceae) agaric X

Agrimonia eupatoria (Rosaceae) agrimony X

Alhagi maurorum (Leguminosae) manna X

Allium cepa (Alliaceae) onion X

Allium porrum (Alliaceae) leek X

42 Lev and Amar, Practical Materia Medica.

43 Goitein and Friedman, India Traders.

44 Smith, ‘Have you anything to declare?, id., ‘More on the Port Practices’.

45 Margariti, Aden.

46 Guo, Commerce.

47 Varisco, Almanac, 165-202, id., ‘Agriculture in al-Hamdant's Yemen'. The English
names are from Varisco.
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Scientific name and botanical family Common name L F
Allium sativum (Alliaceae) garlic X X
Aloe spp. (Aloaceae) aloe X X
Alpinia galanga (Zingiberaceae) galingal X X
Althaea officinalis (Malvaceae) marshmallow X
Ammi copticum (Umbelliferae) ajwain, ajava X
Amomum spp. (Zingiberaceae) amomum X
Amygdalus communis (Rosaceae) almond X X
Anacyclus (Anthemis) pyrethrum pellitory of Spain X
(Compositae)

Anchusa italica and A. officinalis borage X
(Boraginaceae)

Andropogon schoenanthus (Gramineae) lemongrass X
Anemone coronaria (Ranunculaceae) anemone X
Anethum graveolens (Umbelliferae) dill, anet X
Apium graveolens (Umbelliferae) celery X
Agquilaria agallocha (Thymelaeaceae) aloeswood X X
Areca catechu (Arecaceae) betel palm X X
Aristolochia spp. (Aristolochiaceae) birthwort X
Artemisia spp. (Compositae) wormwood X
Asarum europaeum (Aristolochiaceae) wild nard X
Asparagus officinalis (Liliaceae) asparagus X
Asphodelus aestivus (Asphodelaceae) asphodel X
Asplenium onoperis (Pteridophyta) black spleenwort X
Astragalus gummifera (Leguminosae) tragacanth X
Astragalus sarcocolla (Leguminosae) sarcocolla X
Bambusa vulgaris (Gramineae) bamboo X X
Berberis cretica (Berberidaceae) berberry X

Beta vulgaris (Chenopodiaceae) beet X
Bituminaria bituminosa (Leguminosae) bitumen trefoil X
Boswellia sacra (Burseraceae) frankincense X X
Brassica oleracea (Brassicaceae) cabbage X
Bryonia cretica (Cucurbitaceae) bryony X
Buxus sempervirens (Buxaceae) box X
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Scientific name and botanical family Common name L \Y
Caesalpinia sappan (Leguminosae) brazilwood
Cannabis sativa var. indica (Cannabaceae) cannabis X
Capparis spinosa (Capparaceae) common caper X
Carthamus tinctorius (Compositae) safflower X X
Carum carvi (Umbelliferae) caraway X
Cassia acutifolia (Leguminosae) cassia, senna X
Cassia fistula (Caesalpiniaceae) purging cassia X X
Cedrus libani (Pinaceae) cedar of lebanon X
Centaurea spp. (Compositae) centaury X
Centaurea behen (Compositae) white behen X
Ceratonia siliqua (Leguminosae) carob X X
Cercis siliquastrum (Leguminosae) Judas tree X
Chelidonium majus (Papaveraceae) celandine X
Cicer arietinum (Leguminosae) chickpea X X
Cichorium intybus, also C. endivia, C. pumi- chicory, endive X X
lum (Compositae)
Cinnamomum camphora (Lauraceae) camphor X
Cinnamomum aromaticum (Lauraceae) malabathrum X
Cinnamomum verum (Lauraceae) cinnamon X
Cistus ladanifer (Cistaceae) ladanum (= labda- X

num)
Citrullus colocynthis (Cucurbitaceae) colocynth X
Citrullus vulgaris (Cucurbitaceae) watermelon X X
Citrus limon (Rutaceae) lemon X X
Citrus medica (Rutaceae) citron X X
Cocos nucifera (Arecaceae) coconut palm X X
Colchicum autumnale (Liliaceae) meadow saffron X
Commiphora gileadensis (Burseraceae) balsam of Mecca X X
Commiphora wightii (Burseraceae) bdellium X
Commiphora myrrha (Burseraceae) myrrh X
Convolvulus scammonia (Convolvulaceae) scammony X
Corchorus olitorius (Malvaceae) Jew’s mallow X
Cordia myxa (Boraginaceae) sebesten X
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Scientific name and botanical family Common name L
Coriandrum sativum (Umbelliferae) coriander X
Cornus mas (Cornaceae) cornelian cherry X
Corylus avellana (Corylaceae) hazelnut X
Costus speciosus (Zingiberaceae) costus X
Crataegus azarolus (Rosaceae) azerole tree X
Crocus sativus (Iridaceae) saffron X
Cucumis melo (Cucurbitaceae) melon X
Cucumis melo var. chate (Cucurbitaceae) chate melon X
Cucumis sativus (Cucurbitaceae) cucumber X
Cuminum cyminum (Umbelliferae) cumin X
Cupressus sempervirens (Cupressaceae) cypress tree X
Curcuma longa (Zingiberaceae) turmeric X
Cuscuta spp. (Cuscutaceae) dodder X
Cuscuta epithymum (Cuscutaceae) dodder of thyme X
Cydonia oblonga (Rosaceae) quince X
Cyperus longus (Cyperaceae) sedge X
Cyperus papyrus (Cyperaceae) papyrus, Nile papy- X
rus

Cytinus hypocistis (Rafflesiaceae) hypocist X
Daucus carota (Umbelliferae) carrot X
Delphinium staphisagria (Ranunculaceae) stavesacre X
Dorema ammoniacum (Umbelliferae) ammoniacum X
Doronicum orientale (Compositae) leopard’s bane X
Dracaena draco, D. cinnabari dragon’s blood X
(Dracaenaceae)

Drimia maritima (Asparagaceae) sea squill X
Elettaria cardamomum (Zingiberaceae) cardamom X
Eruca sativa (Brassicaceae) garden rocket X
Eryngium spp. (Umbelliferae) sea holly X
Erysimum cheiri = Cheiranthus cheiri wallflower X
(Brassicaceae)

Eugenia caryophyllata (Myrtaceae) clove X
Euphorbia spp. (Euphorbiaceae) spurge X
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Scientific name and botanical family Common name L F
Ferula assa-foetida (Umbelliferae) asafoetida X X
Ferula galbaniflua (Umbelliferae) galbanum X
Ferula persica (Umbelliferae) sagapenum X
Foeniculum vulgare (Umbelliferae) fennel X
Fraxinus excelsior or F. syriaca (Oleaceae) ash tree X
Fumaria officinalis (Fumariaceae) fumitory X
Glaucium corniculatum (Papaveraceae) horned poppy X
Glycyrrhiza glabra (Leguminosae) licorice X
Gossypium herbaceum (Malvaceae) cotton X
Gypsophila struthium (Caryophyllaceae) struthium X
Helleborus niger (Liliaceae) or Veratrum hellebore X
album (Ranunculaceae)
Hordeum spp. (Gramineae) barley X
Hyoscyamus albus (Solanaceae) henbane X
Hyssopus officinalis (Labiatae) hyssop X
Indigofera tinctoria (Leguminosae) indigo X X X
Inula helenium (Compositae) elecampane X
Ipomoea turpethum (Convolvulaceae) turpeth X
Iris florentina or I. mesopotamica (Iridaceae)  iris X
Jasminum spp. (Oleaceae) jasmine X
Juglans regia (Juglandaceae) walnut X
Juniperus spp. (Cupressaceae) juniper X
Lactuca sativa (Compositae) lettuce X
Lagenaria vulgaris (Cucurbitaceae) bottle gourd X
Lathyrus sativus (Leguminosae) chickling vetch X
Laurus nobilis (Lauraceae) laurel X
Lavandula officinalis (Labiatae) lavender X
Lawsonia inermis (Lythraceae) henna X
Lens esculenta (Leguminosae) lentil X
Lepidium latifolium (Brassicaceae) broad-leaved pep- X
perwort
Lepidium sativum (Brassicaceae) garden cress X
Levisticum officinale (Umbelliferae) lovage X
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Scientific name and botanical family Common name L F M G V
Linum usitatissimum (Linaceae) linseed, flax X X X
Liquidambar orientalis (Altingiaceae) storax X

Lycium afrum (Solanaceae) box thorn X X

Mandragora autumnalis (Solanaceae) mandrake X

Marrubium vulgare (Labiatae) horehound X

Matricaria aurea (Compositae) chamomile X

Melilotus albus (Leguminosae) sweet clover X

Melissa officinalis (Labiatae) balm X

Mentha sativa (Labiatae) mint X X
Moringa peregrina (Moringaceae) ben tree X X X
Morus nigra (Moraceae) mulberry X X
Musa paradisiaca (Musaceae) banana X X
Myristica fragrans (Myristicaceae) nutmeg X X

Myrtus communis (Myrtaceae) myrtle X X
Nardostachys jatamansi (Valerianaceae) (spike)nard X X

Nigella sativa (Ranunculaceae) black cumin X X
Nymphaea spp.; Nuphar spp. lotus X

(Nymphaeaceae)

Ocimum basilicum (Labiatae) (sweet) basil X X

Ocimum basilicum var. pilosum (Labiatae) basil X

Olea europaea (Oleaceae) (oil) olive tree X X X
Opopanax chironium (Umbelliferae) opopanax X

Orchis spp. (Orchidaceae) salep X

Origanum majorana (Labiatae) sweet marjoram X

Origanum vulgare (Labiatae) wild marjoram X X
Origanum maru (Labiatae) Egyptian marjoram X

Paceonia spp. (Paeoniaceae) peony X

Papaver somniferum (Papaveraceae) opium poppy X

Pastinaca sativa (Umbelliferae) parsnip X

Peganum harmala (Nitrariaceae) wild rue X

Phoenix dactylifera (Arecaceae) date palm X X X X X
Phragmites communis (Gramineae) common reed X

Pimpinella anisum (Umbelliferae) anise X X
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Pinus spp. and Cedrus spp. (Pinaceae), pine, cypress, cedar X
Cupressus spp. (Cupressaceae) (tar)

Pinus pinea (Pinaceae) (nuts) stone pine X
Piper betel (Piperaceae) betel pepper X
Piper cubeba (Piperaceae) cubeb pepper X X
Piper longum (Piperaceae) long pepper X
Piper nigrum (Piperaceae) pepper X X
Pistacia atlantica (Anacardiaceae) Atlantic pistachio X
Pistacia lentiscus (Anacardiaceae) lentisk X
Pistacia vera (Anacardiaceae) pistachio X X
Plantago afra (Plantaginaceae) plantain X
Platanus orientalis (Platanaceae) Oriental plane tree X
Polypodium vulgare (Pteridophyta) polypody X
Portulaca oleracea (Portulacaceae) purslane X
Prunus armeniaca (Rosaceae) apricot X
Prunus cerasia (sweet cherry), P. cerasus cherry X

(sour cherry) (Rosaceae)

Prunus domestica (Rosaceae) plum X
Prunus mahaleb (Rosaceae) perfumed cherry X
Punica granatum (Punicaceae) pomegranate X
Pyrus communis (Rosaceae) pear X
Pyrus malus (Rosaceae) apple X
Quercus spp. (Fagaceae) (gall) oak X X
Raphanus sativus (Brassicaceae) radish X X
Rheum spp. (Polygonaceae) rhubarb X X
Rhus coriaria (Anacardiaceae) sumac X
Ricinus communis (Euphorbiaceae) castor oil X

Rosa canina (Rosaceae) dog rose X
Rosmarinus officinalis (Labiatae) rosemary X
Rubia tinctorum (Rubiaceae) madder X
Rumex spp. (Polygonaceae) sorrel, dock X

Ruta chalepensis and R. graveolens fringed rue, com- X

(Rutaceae)

mon rue
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Saccharum officinarum (Gramineae) sugar cane X X X
Salix spp. (Salicaceae) willow X

Santalum album (Santalaceae) sandalwood X

Satureja spp. (Labiatae) savory X

Sedum spp. (Crassulaceae) orpine, stonecrop X

Sesamum indicum (Pedaliaceae) sesame X X
Sinapis alba (Brassicaceae) mustard X X
Solanum melongena (Solanaceae) eggplant X X X
Sorbus domestica = Pyrus sorbus (Rosaceae)  service tree X

Spinacia oleracea (Chenopodiaceae) spinach X X
Statice limonium (Plumbaginaceae) red behen X

Tamarindus indica (Leguminosae) tamarind X X
Tamarix gallica, T. orientalis tamarisk X

(Tamaricaceae)

Taxus baccata (Taxaceae) yew X

Terminalia spp. (Combretaceae) myrobalan X

Tetraclinis articulata (Cupressaceae) arar tree X

Teucrium capitatum (Labiatae) thyme X X
Trifolium alexandrinum (Leguminosae) Egyptian clover X X
Trigonella foenum-graecum (Leguminosae)  fenugreek X X
Triticum vulgare (Gramineae) wheat X X X
Usnea spp. (Parmeliaceae) lichen X

Vicia ervilia (Leguminosae) bitter vetch X

Vicia faba (Leguminosae) broad bean X X X
Viola odorata (Violaceae) sweet violet X

Vitis vinifera (Vitaceae) grape vine X X
Zingiber officinale (Zingiberaceae) ginger X

Zingiber zerumbet (Zingiberaceae) wild ginger

Ziziphus spina-christi (Rhamnaceae) Christ’s thorn X
Ziziphus jujuba (Rhamnaceae) jujube
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5.1. Discussion

Analysis of the data presented in the table reveals that sixty-six medicinal
plants were identified in the commercial sources (columns F, S, M, G).#8
These include only three plants that were not part of the Genizah inven-
tory of practical medicinal plants (brazilwood, wild ginger, and storax),
therefore, the vast majority found practical application for medical pur-
poses in the eastern Mediterranean according to the Genizah documents
(column L).

It appears that the Yemeni people, during the Middle Ages, were doubly
fortunate: on the one hand they had access to the local medicinal plants
of the various and diverse geo-botanical zones of Yemen, and on the other
hand they benefited from the intensive Indian Ocean trade, especially
between Egypt and the South Asian ports. Therefore, we can assume that
in the larger cities of medieval Yemen, physicians and pharmacists had at
their disposal hundreds of medicinal substances, mainly medicinal plants.
The inventory of medicinal plants of the Jewish community of Cairo, men-
tioned above and reconstructed from the Genizah documents, may give
us an indication of the likely size and content. This assumption is based
on the fact that these inventories tend to be similar in numbers and content,
as is for instance also the case with the one of the medieval Levant that has
been reconstructed from different historical sources.*?

When the list of plants (39) of the reconstructed core inventory of Mid-
dle Eastern medicinal substances®® was compared to the table above,
twenty-one plants from this list were identified among the sixty-six found
in the commercial sources (columns F, S, M, G in the table). These were
mainly spices of Indian origin such as: cardamom, cinnamon, clove, galin-
gal, ginger, nutmeg, pepper, tamarind, turmeric, and other commodities
of diverse geographical origin: cassia (senna), cumin, frankincense, henna,
linseed, olive, perfumed cherry, rose, saffron, and sugar cane. Additionally,
eighteen plants were not identified from among the sixty-six plants. How-
ever, they were identified in the list of medicinal plants of the practical
inventory of the Genizah (column L in the table); these were mainly wild
and cultivated medicinal plants such as: anise, black cumin, coriander,
fennel, fenugreek, garden cress, licorice, lentisk, pine, rosemary, rue, and
sumac. Interestingly enough, many of these plants (black cumin, coriander,

48 In addition to general names such as aromatic plants, soap, spices, gums, chewing
gum, or perfume.

49 Lev, ‘Reconstructed materia medica’, id., Medicinal Substances’.

50 Id., ‘Ethno-diversity’.
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fennel, fenugreek, mint, rue, and wormwood) were recorded by Varisco as
cultivated in medieval Yemen,?! and some are easy to grow in gardens
(rosemary, chamomile).

It is worth mentioning that Varisco records thirty-three plants that were
cultivated or taxed in medieval Yemen. Among them, nineteen are known
as having been put to medicinal use in the past: anemone, broad bean,
colcasia, earth almond, faba bean, fig, gillyflower, gourd, lily, lupine, mari-
gold, mung bean, narcissus, orange, parsley, poppy, screwpine, snake cu-
cumber, and watercress.52

An attempt was made to support the assumption that medicinal plants
that were transported through Yemeni ports (i.e. mentioned in the tax lists)
were also known and available to the inhabitants of the Yemeni city ports,
atleast on a small scale. I compared the list of medicinal plants mentioned
in the traders’ letters and tax documents with two different sources telling
us about their actual exploitation or cultivation in medieval Yemen. It turns
out that out of the sixty-six medicinal plants mentioned by these sources,
thirty-two were recorded by Varisco®3 from sources dealing with medieval
Yemeni agriculture and were known and used by the Yemenis. Out of the
thirty-four plants that were not recorded by Varisco, ten (aloe, asafoetida,
bamboo, cassia, cinnamon, Jew’s mallow, lichen, perfumed cherry, saffron,
and wild ginger) were clearly identified in the unique glossary of local
Yemeni names at the end of al-Malik al-Muzaffar Yasuf's book.5* I suggest
thatif a substance has a medieval Yemeni name, it saw practical use in the
country by its inhabitants. When the list of the remaining plants was stud-
ied it turned out that the vast majority of them were clearly identified as
mentioned and described in the book itself (aloeswood, basil, box thorn,
brazilwood, camphor, cardamom, celandine, clove, costus, galingal, gum
arabic, labdanum, myrobalan, myrrh, nutmeg, oak gall, pepper, rhubarb,
scammony, spikenard, and storax).5% It should be mentioned that many of
these plants that were well known and widely employed in the medieval
period, remain so today in the traditional medicine of Yemen and of many
Arab and Asian countries and cultures.

51 Varisco, ‘Agriculture in al-Hamdant's Yemen’, id., Almanac, 165—20z2.
52 Ibid.

53 Ibid.

54 al-Malik al-Muzaffar/al-Saqqa, al-Mu ‘tamad, 558-72.

55 Ibid.
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6. CONCLUSION

As has been clearly demonstrated from the Genizah trading documents,
most of the medicinal plants from South Asia were available in Yemen due
to its geographical location as well as its maritime and overland trading
activities. Both the medicinal plants and plant products that arrived
through trade and the ones that originate from Yemen contribute to the
complex nature of the Yemeni materia medica, and can be considered as
Yemen'’s possible contribution, as an entrepot, to Cairene medicine and
pharmacology. The trade in several of the above-mentioned medicinal
plants and other substances was in the hands of members of the Jewish
community of medieval Cairo who traded with India, Sicily, Syria, North
Africa, and other ports and cities.56
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MAGIC AND MEDICINE IN A THIRTEENTH-CENTURY TREATISE
ON THE SCIENCE OF THE STARS!

Petra G. Schmidl

At the end of the thirteenth century the Rasulid sultan al-Ashraf ‘Umar
wrote a treatise on the science of the stars, Kitab al-Tabsira fi ilm al-nujum
[Enlightenment on the Science of the Stars] that claims to be an introduc-
tion to or a textbook of this discipline. It also contains magical and medical
subjects scattered throughout the text. A closer look at the author, his text,
and the magical and medical topics he deals with will reveal possible rea-
sons to include magic and medicine in a treatise on the science of the stars.

1. THE AUTHOR

al-Ashraf ‘Umar, the third of the Rasulid sultans and the author of the
Tabsira, ruled over Yemen for less than two years before he died in 1296.2
By writing a number of scientific treatises concerning diverse topics he
made a “considerable contribution to science.” His treatises deal with
genealogy, agriculture, hippiatry, medicine, and magic, although it appears
his treatise on oneiromancy, Ishara fi [-ibara fi ilm ta‘bir al-ru’ya

! This chapter—and the talk on which it is based—is a spin-off of a research project
called “The Sultan and the Stars” generously supported by the Fritz Thyssen Stiftung, Diis-
seldorf, during 2008—9. I am very grateful for the grant that enabled me to spend an interest-
ing time conducting research on the Kitab al-Tabsira of al-Ashraf ‘Umar. The work is
intended to lead to an edition and translation of the introduction and the table of contents,
accompanied by a commentary. This research will take into account the specific role of
al-Ashraf ‘Umar. I wish to thank all my colleagues who helped me in preparing this paper,
in particular Rainer Bromer, David A. King, Zeina Matar, Armin Schopen, and Daniel M.
Varisco, as well as Gillian Grant and the staff at the Bodleian Library in Oxford for their
kind permission to reproduce clips from Kitab al-Tabsira and for their help and patience.
Although carefully proofread, all remaining mistakes are the author’s responsibility.

2 Onthe Rasulids e.g. Smith, ‘Rasalids’; Schmidl, Volkstiimliche Astronomie, 1, 33—5; also
Ibn Hatim/Smith (ed. and trans.), Kitab al-Simt, 2, 83—90; al-Khazraji/Redhouse (trans.) and
‘Asal (ed.), Pearl-strings, passim. On al-Ashraf ‘Umar, see Schmidl, ‘al-Ashraf ‘Umar’; King,
MAY, 27-9; al-Khazraji/Redhouse (trans.) and ‘Asal (ed.), Pearl-strings, 1, 236—46 (English
translation), and 4, 284—98 (Arabic text); also Suter, ‘Mathematiker und Astronomen’, 160—
1; id., ‘Nachtrage’, 177.

3 Schmidl, ‘al-Ashraf ‘Umar’, 66.
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[Explanative Instruction (?) on the Science of Interpreting Dreams] is not
preserved.* Concerning the science of the stars, al-Ashraf ‘Umar wrote an
instrument book comprising instructions for the construction of astrolabes,
sundials, water clocks, and a magnetic compass for finding the direction
to Mecca, the gibla. In addition, two jazat (‘statements of approval’) by
al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s teachers attached to his instrument book attest that the
sultan himself made astrolabes “skillfully and accurately;”® it is one of the
great windfalls of the history of science that one of these astrolabes is still
preserved (IIC #0109 = #3549).6 The resemblances of the scales and features
shown in the schemes of the manuscript and on the instrument itself are
striking. Most interesting are the symbols used for the planets on the back
of the astrolabe (see below).” Apart from the instrument book and the
astrolabe, the sultan’s third contribution to the science of the stars is the
Tabsira, introduced below in detail.

Although none of al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s predecessors and successors was
as enthusiastic and as creative as the third Rasulid sultan himself, all of
them were interested in the sciences and the arts. This interest is reflected
in the architecture and the artefacts preserved from the Rasulid period
and also in texts, in particular those on agriculture and on astronomy.8
Several astronomical treatises were closely related to the sultans, some of
them written by the sultans themselves, some of them patronized by the
rulers or their attendants and covering different topics of astronomy and
astrology.® For instance, al-Farisi (d. 1278/9), a scholar with varied interests,
dedicated his al-Zij al-mumtahan al-Mugzaffari, an astronomical handbook

4 For an overview of al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s treatises, see Varisco, Almanac, 14-16. See also
Ingrid Hehmeyer’s chapter in this volume.

5 King, SATMI 2, X1Va, 645. Id., SATMI 2, XIVa, 632—46, including a translation of both
ijazat; also id., MAY, 28—9. The chapter on the magnetic compass and its use as a gibla in-
dicator is edited, translated, and commented on in Schmidl, ‘Magnetic Compass’; also King,
World-Maps, 10911, and the figure in id., ‘Astronomie im Jemen’, 279, with the beginning
of the chapter on the compass bowl and its scheme (taken from the manuscript Cairo,
Taymar riyada, 105; also the description in id., Cairo Survey, 132). A reconstruction of the
compass bowl is to be found in the Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science,
Frankfurt (Sezgin and Neubauer, Wissenschaft und Technik, 2, 58; also Sezgin, Science and
Technology, 46).

6 King, SATMI 2, XIVa, 623-32.

7 Seeibid., 625-6 (figs. 2.1, 2.2; front and back of the astrolabe itself), 6345 (figs. 3.1, 3.2;
schemes of the front and back taken from his instrument book); see also id., ‘Astronomie
im Jemen’, 280-1 (front of the astrolabe itself).

8 E.g. Smith, ‘Rasulids’, 456b—457a; Finster, ‘Architektur der Rasaliden’; King, ‘Astrono-
mie im Jemen’; Porter, ‘Kunst der Rasuliden’; Varisco, ‘Rasulidische Landwirtschaft’; on
patronage in general also Brentjes, ‘Patronage’.

9 King, MAY, esp. 11-15; id., Cairo Survey, 131-4.
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with tables, to al-Muzaffar Yusuf, the second of the Rasulid sultans and
al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s father, and wrote his Nihayat al-idrak fi asrar ‘ulam al-
aflak, an astrological treatise for the sultan’s treasury.1

2. THE TEXT

In these inspiring surroundings al-Ashraf ‘Umar made his instruments and
wrote his scientific treatises, one of them a text on the science of the stars—
the Tabsira. The treatise is preserved only in an undated and unsigned
manuscript in Oxford (Bodleian Library, Huntington 233), abbreviated as
“H” in this chapter.!! David King suggested that the manuscript was copied
around 1400, and Daniel Varisco identified several Yemeni characteristics
of the handwriting.1?

The title, Kitab al-Tabsira fi ‘ilm al-nujam [Enlightenment on the Science
of the Stars], is written at the top of the title page (H,3a), followed by the
name of the author al-Malik al-Ashraf Mumahhid al-Dunya wa-l-Din Abu
[-Fath ‘Umar b. Mawlana [-Sultan al-Malik al-Mugzaffar Yasuf b. ‘Umar b.
‘Ali b. Rasul. A close inspection of the manuscript in Oxford in May 2009
revealed that the title page is a compound of several layers of paper due
to the production, restoration and/or conservation process. The layer that
is most likely the oldest bears two pentagrams in the lower right corner
of the page (see below). The layer with the title and the name of the author
appears to be later than the one with the five-pointed stars. It is uncertain
if the layers were put together by the copyist or somebody else, and there-
fore it is also not clear whether the title and the name of the author origi-
nally belonged on the title page. Because of these uncertainties it appears
appropriate to search for evidence in the manuscript itself.

Concerning the authorship, al-Ashraf ‘Umar himself is not mentioned
in the Tabsira. But there are numerous indications scattered throughout
the text pointing towards its compilation in Yemen probably at the end
of the thirteenth century. First, the author of the Tabsira is familiar with

10 On al-Farisi and his ceuvre Schmidl, ‘al-Farist’; ead., Volkstiimliche Astronomie, 1,
18-23; King, SATMI 1, passim; Thsanoglu and Rosenfeld, Mathematicians, 219; King, MAY,
23—-6; Brockelmann, GALT, 625 (474), and S I, 866—7 (mixing up al-Faris1 with al-Kawashi);
al-Khazraji/Redhouse (trans.) and ‘Asal (ed.), Pearl-strings, 4, 204 (Arabic text); Suter,
‘Mathematiker und Astronomen’, 139 and 218 (n. 72); id., ‘Nachtrége’, 175; on his zij also King
and Samso, Zij Report, 52, Kennedy, Survey, 10; Lee, ‘Astronomical Tables of Al Farsi’; a table
of contents in Pingree, Gregory Chioniades, 1, 9—16.

11 See Catalogue Oxford, 1,196b—197a (no. CMV).

12 King, SATMI 1,111, 487; Varisco, Almanac, 16.
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the ceuvre of al-Farisi, the scholar who worked at the court of al-Muzaffar
Yusuf, al-Ashraf ‘Umar’s father (see above). He is mentioned in chapter
xiv of the Tabsira dealing with the use of magic squares (H,28b,18; see also
below). In addition, one of the three gibla schemes presented at the end
of al-FarisT's folk astronomical treatise bears close resemblance to the gibla
scheme in chapter xxxvii of the Tabsira.!® Second, the astronomical para-
meters used in the Tabsira are calculated for Yemen, most probably for
San‘a’ by using ¢ = 14;30° for its geographical latitude, a common medieval
value.* Chapter xlvii contains a geographical table, accompanied by a
short explanation of how to determine the geographical latitude of a lo-
cation by means of the solar altitude at noon. This explanation seems to
be using the example of San‘a’ because it employs the geographical latitude
of ¢ = 14;30°. In the table, however, Ta‘izz is emphasized by adding al-
mahris (‘[may it be] protected’; H,153b). In addition, that city’s geogra-
phical latitude is given with the most precise value in the whole table, ¢
=13;43° (H,153b). In 1255 al-Muzaffar Yasuf had made Ta‘izz the Rasulid
capital,’® possibly a reason for the emphasis.

Concerning the title, Kitab al-Tabsira fi ‘ilm al-nujam [Enlightenment
on the Science of the Stars], a slightly different phrase is found in the in-
troduction. Here al-Ashraf ‘Umar characterizes his treatise as “hadha
[-majmu“” (‘this collection [of texts]’; H,3b,8) being a “tabsira lil-mubtadi’
ft ‘ilm al-nujum” (‘an enlightenment for the beginner in the science of the
stars’; H,3b,5).

Following the introduction, a detailed table of contents reflects what
al-Ashraf ‘Umar thought to be important for the beginner (Table 1).

A large portion at the beginning—chapters i to xix, except for chapter
xiv that contains the use of magic squares (see below) and the reference
to al-Farisi (see above)—deals with descriptive astrology, i.e. astrological
methods distinguished from mathematical astrology that is mainly
concerned with the computation of horoscopes.® Likewise, chapters xxxix

18 Schmidl, Volkstiimliche Astronomie, 2, 666—7; figures of al-Farisi’s schemes in King,
‘Makka 4. As the Centre of the World’ (fig. 4);id., World-Maps, 53; id., ‘Astronomie im Jemen’,
276.

14 For examples, see the data in chapters xxvii, xxviii, and xxxiii; also King, SATMI 1, I,
80-1 and 91, III, 487-8, VIa, 697; on the geographical latitude of San‘@’, see Kennedy and
Kennedy, Geographical Coordinates, 300-1.

15 E.g. Smith, ‘Ta‘izz’, n7a.

16 See Ullmann, Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften, 273: “In Laienkreisen wurde vor
allem die nicht-horoskopische Astrologie gepflegt, jener Zweig, der ohne Kenntnis der
Mathematik und der komplizierten astrologischen Systematik praktiziert werden konnte.”
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Table 1. The contents of the Tabsira

H Chapter Contents
6a—27a i—xiii descriptive astrology
27a-31b Xiv magic
31b-35a XV descriptive astrology
35a—43a xvi—xvii elections
43a—45a xviii—xix descriptive astrology
45a—50a xx—xxiii Sun and Moon
50a—52b xxiv fixed stars
52b-56a XXV elections
56a—-63a XxXVi calendars
63b—g4a XXVii—Xxx timekeeping
94b—96b xxxi descriptive astrology
96b-109a xxxii almanac
109a-116a Xxxiii—xxxvi anwa’ and azmina
116a-117a xxxvii qibla
117b-119a xxxviii calendars
119b-135b xxxix—xl elections
135b—-139b™ xli magic
139b’2-146b xlii—xliv descriptive astrology
146b-153a xlv—xlvi instruments
153b—154a xlvii geography
154a—160b xlviii elections
160b-165b xlix-1 symbols, ciphers

@ There is at least one folio missing, because the end of chapter xli and the beginning of
chapter xlii are omitted.

to xliv provide similar topics—except for chapter xli that is comprised of
magical techniques (see below). Together with chapters xxv, xxxi, and
xlviii, descriptive astrology is dealt with in more than half of the chapters.
A second larger group, chapters xxxii to xxxviii, concerns information
usually found in anwa’ and azmina books, apart from the determination
of the gibla in chapter xxxvii. Distinguishing between anwa’ and azmina
books is not an easy task. Usually, both explain the anwa’ system, in which
the heliacal risings!'” and acronychal settings'® of specific stars and groups
of stars subdivide the solar year and help foresee the weather. They

17 TL.e. the rising of a celestial body just before sunrise when it becomes first visible in
the eastern dawn sky.

18 Le. the setting of a celestial body shortly after sunset when it is last visible in the
western dusk sky.
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provide information on times and seasons, list the lunar mansions, and
explain the winds and the rains, accompanied by proverbs, poems, and
commentaries.!® The arrangement of the other chapters of the Tabsira
seems to be more or less random.

The survey of the contents of the Tabsira shows a very individual com-
position with several striking points in its arrangement and topics. While
the basic information on descriptive astrology at the beginning is well-
situated, the placement of the final two chapters, xlix and |, appears rather
peculiar. They contain a description of the Indian numbers and their use,
although al-Ashraf ‘Umar takes it for granted that the reader of the Tabsira
is familiar with them from some of the forty-eight chapters dealt with
before. The only two chapters on instruments, xIv and xlIvi, seem to be of
no great value. Covering the described range of topics in one treatise also
appears unusual. A generation before al-Ashraf ‘Umar compiled the
Tabsira, al-Asbahi (d. c.1260/1), a Yemeni scholar trained in religious law
and grammar, wrote a book on the determination of prayer times, the
Kitab al-Yawagqit.2° In one chapter he writes a rejection of profane astro-
nomy and astrology. He says:

This introduction prohibits determining prayer times by means of the cal-
culations of the scientists of the stars (al-munajjimun) and the philosophers
(al-falasifa), as well as (by means) of geometry. Know that it is not allowed
to determine prayer times by means of the degrees of an astrolabe or by the
calculations belonging to the science of the stars. [...] The scientists of the
stars take their knowledge from Euclid, the Sindhind, Aristotle, and other
philosophers. They are all infidels [...].2!

Later in this chapter al-Asbahi even compares the science of the stars with
divination and fortune telling. His rejection of Greek and Indian methods
may be interpreted as a general refusal of mathematical or scientific as-
tronomy—one of the two astronomical traditions usually distinguished in
modern research on pre-modern astronomy in Islamic societies, the other
being folk astronomy.?2 It is not surprising, then, that in order to determine
prayer times al-Asbahi relies in his treatise solely on the methods of the
latter.

19 For an introduction, see Pellat, ‘Anwa”, also Schmidl, Volkstiimliche Astronomie, 1,
86-91.

20 Ibid., 5-7; King, SATMI 1, 111, 484—5; Thsanoglu and Rosenfeld, Mathematicians, 323
(“London (Sup. 110)” has to be read “Cambridge (Sup. 110)"); King, MAY, 22.

21 See Schmidl, Volkstiimliche Astronomie, 1, 132—3.

22 Ibid., 78-92; King, ‘Mathematical Astronomy’; Varisco, ‘Islamic Folk Astronomy’.
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The author of the Tabsira had a different attitude towards these issues.
The work contains not only subjects al-Asbahi rejects, but presents them
together with other topics of which he approves. al-Ashraf ‘Umar puts
astrology and problems related to profane astronomy next to sacred astro-
nomy in the service of Islam.?3 Methods of mathematical or scientific
astronomy al-Asbahi rejects, and folk astronomical methods he approves
can be found side by side.?*

3. MAGIC AND MEDICINE

Only the headings of chapter xli and chapter xiv point towards magical
topics. While chapter xli comprises three subjects—palmomancy,?°
onomatomancy,?® and seating arrangements in court—chapter xiv fo-
cuses on making talismans and amulets, also a major concern in chapter
xxv dealing with lunar elections (see below). al-Ashraf ‘Umar describes the
purpose of these pieces endowed with magic power as “muttasil bi-l-su‘ud
bar?’ min al-nuhus” (‘connected with fortune, [and] free of misfortune’;
H,29b,18).27

3.1. Planetary Symbols

While introducing al-Ashraf ‘Umar, his scientific ceuvre, and his con-
tributions to the science of the stars, two examples of possible magical

28 Schmidl, Volkstiimliche Astronomie1, 92—103; King, ‘Astronomie im Dienste des Islam’;
id., Astronomy in the Service of Islam.

24 For instance, in chapter xxxvii al-Ashraf ‘Umar describes a gibla scheme that can be
used for finding the direction to Mecca (e.g. King, ‘Makka 4. As the Centre of the World’).
Previous to this, in chapter xxxi he deals with the knowledge of the lords of the hours, and
slightly later, in chapter xlii, with the twelve houses, as well as in chapters xlv and xlvi with
astronomical instruments. He arranges astrological topics and profane astronomy around
aproblem of sacred astronomy. In addition, the geographical table in chapter xlvii can also
be used for finding the direction to Mecca by calculating the angle between the meridian
of any locality and the great circle that goes through that locality and Mecca (inhiraf al-
qibla, e.g. King, World-Maps, 56—7). This method belongs to the mathematical tradition,
while the same problem is solved in the gibla scheme in chapter xxxvii by folk astronomi-
cal methods that are completely different and much simpler. Further investigations have
to be conducted to decide whether dealing with profane astronomy and astrology side by
side with sacred astronomy, and the use of mathematical methods parallel to folk astro-
nomical methods, are as unusual as they appear at the moment.

25 A divinatory practice that interprets the convulsions occurring in all parts of the
human body.

26 A divinatory practice that makes use of the numerical value of letters.

27 For an introduction, see Ruska and Carra de Vaux (Bosworth), ‘Tilsam’; Savage-Smith,
‘Introduction’, in ead. (ed.), Magic and Divination, xxii-xxv.
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significance were mentioned—the planetary symbols on the back of his
astrolabe, and the two pentagrams on the title page of the Tabsira (see
above).

Table 2. The planetary symbols used by al-Ashraf ‘Umar (columns 2—5 with kind permis-
sion from King, SATMI 2, 626 and 635; column 6 courtesy of the Bodleian Library, Oxford)

Names of Instrument 